Exactly 100 years ago the first national parks in Europe were established in Sweden. Since then there has been a veritable boom of newly designated protected areas across the globe while biodiversity has decreased all the while. There are manifold reasons why the global network of protected areas obviously fails to "achieve the long-term conservation of nature with its associated ecosystem services" (IUCN 2008).
Protected areas are essential for biodiversity conservation: they are key elements of national and international conservation strategies, set aside to act as refuges for species and to maintain ecological processes. Yellowstone, the world's first national park, was established in 1872. Since then the number and acreage of protected areas have risen dramatically (see Figure 1 ). In the last 40 years the global network has increased from an area the size of the United Kingdom to an area the size of South America. These figures seem (CBD, 2010 -target, BfN 2007 . In a new approach, key biodiversity areas are being identified by criteria of vulnerability and irreplaceability (Langhammer et al. 2007 ).
Good management practices -a challenge
In recent decades there has been a paradigm shift in the role of protected areas from strictly conserved reserves without regard to the impact on local people (top-down approach) to a broader conceptual and practical approach including areas of sustainable use and participation processes (bottom-up approach) quite impressive but significant challenges remain. Many protected areas have been set up in remote unpopulated regions where no resistance was to be expected (e.g. mountains or ice-fields), others were designated but not fully implemented or managed (IUCN 2008) . Therefore, despite the fact that 12% of the world's land surface is officially protected, it is unlikely that it will be possible to reduce the current rate of biodiversity loss by 2010 as demanded by the parties to the Convention of Biological Diversity Biological Diversity and the Ramsar Convention on Wetlands) as well as numerous individual experts have contributed to the structure and content of the curriculum. These days they continue to support and shape the program as members of the advisory board or as one of about 40 lecturers from different disciplines and countries (see Figure 2 ). "This course is an outstanding and innovative educational opportunity. Not only does it provide important training but also a professional momentum for nature conservation in Europe", Michael Succow emphasizes. The former professor at the German University of Greifswald and Alternative Nobel Prize winner in 1997 (see Figure 3) is one of the seventeen members of the advisory board who accompany and support the program and share their knowledge with the participants ( Figure 4 ).
Curriculum and course structure
The curriculum covers every aspect of planning and integrated management of protected areas -theoretical fundamentals, practical tools and personal skills (see Infobox on the left). The course is organized in nine modules held in blocks of up to ten days (altogether around 70 days of course attendance, either as classes or excursions). The classes take place at the University of Klagenfurt and in selected European protected areas. In order to qualify for admission, potential students need to hold a university degree, have a good knowledge of English and demonstrate interest in the topic. To complete the program successfully the participants have to prepare assignments for each topic covered and a master thesis of up to 60 pages. At the end of the course the successful participants are awarded a Master of Science degree.
The enriching diversity of participants "To enable a sustainable coexistence of protection and use is a complex task. It requires competences in ecological, economic and socio-cultural subjects and good communication skills. With this course we want to address ambitious personalities with different professional backgrounds from Central, Southern and Eastern Europe", says Michael Getzner, scientific director of the program. However, the first two classes also attracted interest from participants of other countries like Belarus, Nepal, Tibet, Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda. The diversity of the students' professions, experiences and cultural backgrounds introduces new learning experiences and methods of problem sol ving and eventually leads to a broader horizon and to friendships with people from all over the world ( Figure  5 ). In the second course, experts of nature conservation agencies shared their knowledge and experiences with colleagues working in protected areas, financial institutions, tourism or as language trainers. This interdisciplinary collaboration helped the participants to cope even with difficult tasks (Figure 6 ).
Quality, innovation and entrepreneurship
The first participants of the program successfully finished in June 2007. They presented the results of their master thesis to an international audience of protected area managers, scientists and representatives of NGOs in the course of the "Klagenfurt Days of Protected Areas" which serve as a platform for sharing new ideas. The public was "impressed" by the quality and innovative approaches of the theses, which ranged from the natural sciences to business administration and economics. This event will again take place in June 2009. The quality and practical applicability of the training have already been confirmed on the job market. The majority of the first student generation has successfully applied for positions in consulting or managing positions or started their own ventures. 
MSc network expands
While the second generation of students is at present working on their master theses, the preparation for the third run of the program has already started. "With this MSc course we have developed a unique combi-nation of knowledge and skills for the management of protected areas. This is the nucleus of a network which will expand," Michael Jungmeier, codirector of the program, explained. He is engaged in linking related training programs like the one at the University of Madrid. Together with the Spanish colleagues, he and Michael Getzner have contributed significantly to setting up the EUROPARC Working Group on Academic Education on Protected Areas. In addition former students are building an internal network by setting up an alumni club which shall serve as a platform for all people involved in the course to share experiences and knowledge in the longer term. Ongoing discussions, problem-solving and excursions allow for lively knowledge transfer and strengthen contacts even after graduation. For anyone interested in the program that starts in September 2009, the main points are outlined in the infobox on the previous page. 
